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Hearingthe Call 
If you’re on the wrong side of the digital divide, what does it take to get by? 

Thirty-five cents and a glimmer of hope BY LIZA MUNDY 

P R E S E N T E D  W I T H  P A Y  P H O N E S  lined up one after another in a continuous, multi-phone 
bank, the average person will place a call from the phone on the extreme left or right, rarely the 
phone in the middle. This way, the d e r  may have a person to one side but will not, most likely, 
have a person to both sides. It‘s a feeble but surprisingly predictable way in which people claim a 
few inches of personal space, a sliver of privacy in a world where the phone booth-like the of- 
fice with a door thar doses-seems a quaint luxury from a long-ago past. 

Though, in truth, there’s little privacy to be had from any modern pay phone at all. 
“It‘s a bacterial infection!” says a teenage girl one hot weekday afcernoon, making a call from 

one of the phones that line a low wall at the entrance to the Ballston Metro station. They are 
Verizon phones, five of them, mounted on posts and separated by only the thinnest partitions. 
“Yes. Giovanni? I was wondering if I could come in today to get my face waxed instead of 

coming in , . . Okay, thanks,’’ says an ofice worker at the same bank of telephones. 
“Why you want to see me?” gipples a girl into a phone. “Shut up! I’m certified legal!” 
“Steve blasted me right in the teeth!” says a man with a yellow-gray ponytail. 
“Carlotta! Carlotta! Listen!” says another man. “They want $yoo! Listen! I “E talked to 

“My grandfather’s on his dyin’ bed,” says another. 
“I lost my job,” says another. 

somebody else! Five hundred dollars is GOOD !” 
I love you, too,” says another. ’ ’ 1 3  
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Anorher dcernoon. a woman approacha rhc Ballston phona 
and heads for the lcfcmost onc. She is a shorrish woman, abour 
30, wirh hcr hair pullcd back and an opcn, oprimisric look on 
hcr facc, wearing a summer ensemblc of bluc capri pants and 
black corron shirr. Whilc she talk she cam a hoc dog. 

"Hi! I called to chcck in with you!" she says. "I'vc bccn busy 
loolung for a job bur I wanrcd 10 updare you! Sarurday I got on 
the job path, I fired off some rtsumts, 1 went to an inrerview 
for a counrcr pcrson, I wcnr 10 a job counselor." Shc lisrcns for a 
minutc, chcn says, "Thc placc is a shelrcr. I havc a living room, 
kitchen. dining mom. The boys have their own room. Thcy'rc 
already i n  school. They can go from 7 a.m. to 6. Chili's offered 
mc a job. but they only pay $2.13 an hour, PIUS rips. At Chili's 
you'rc nor going to makc any money in rips unlm you work 
wcckcnds. 1 can'r get day care on wcckends. And then, Califor- 
nia P i n  offered me a job from II  to 8 ar nighr. Thc problem is, 
Arlingron County offcrs only IO hours of day care, and you 
have to utilize rhosc hours. So I'm trying-my goal is to be 
working by n u r  Friday. They said if you doni gcr work, you'rc 
going back 10 prison. Oh God, happy birthday! I didn'r know! 
Happy birchday!" 

Human dramas, enacted in from of fivc pay phona in a public 
square, fivc Uny rharcrs of hopc and lovc and f i q  and yearning. 
Five phone h r  stand wirncss ro a srram of urgcnr conversarions 
chat cost-a bvgain now more than mer-jar 35 cena ro cxprcs~. 

'All my money! All my money!' 

YOU CAN TELL T H E  MALE MODELS bccaux rhcy arc rhc ones 
wirh rhcir slacks rolled up. Thcy arc rhe o n a  wirh wads of ussuc 
paper tucked inro rhcir collars in rhc back, to kccp rhc mu[ 
from coalescing and running down their nccks and ruining rheir 
shins. Thc models arc posing in fronr of the Narurc Conscr- 
w c y  building, assuming posturcs (hands daspcd in front, lcgs 
crosscd) inrended to make rhcm look likc s a y ,  powcrful cxccu- 

moves over 10 thc n a r  phonc, at which p i n r  she r d i  can 
no longcr scc chc numbers she wrote on rhe wall of the 
phonc bccausc rhc cord is IW short. So she has 10 kcc: bobbing 
over IO scc rhc numbcn, rhcn hobbing back to dial. Finally shc 
rcacha somcone. talks for a while, calls somebody elsc, talk,, 
and hangs up. 

Hcr name is Maria Teresa Zcpcda. She is from El Salvador 
bur now lives in an aparrmcnr about a mile from Ballsron. To. 
day, as usual, shc lch her homc for a clcaning job; shorrly Ifrcr- 
ward shc was hailed by some pcoplc who wanted directions ro 
rhc Pcruvian Embassy in Washington. so shc sac in rhcir car and 
told rhem how 10 get therc. Then she got on a bus ro Ballston, 
wherc she planned ro catch a sccond bus to her job in McLcan, 
only whcn shc got hccc, she rulizcd she had lch her wallcr somc- 
where. The wallcr containing all her idcnrification papers and 
$300, wirh which she was going IO pay her rctir. "All my 
money!" she wails. "All my moncy!" 

So shc did, in her desperation. whar people in desperarion 
have rradirionally done: She found a pay phone and soughr assis- 
tance-in rhis w from rhe man who picked up rhc phone at 
rhc Pcruvian Embassy Shc described her cmcrgcncy and vkcd if 
rhc family she gave direcrions co had gotrcn [here; rhc pcrson 
who answered said no, but sugared shc also caU rhc Pcruvian 
consularc. Nobody here had sccn rhc family, bur a SUE mcmbcr 
invited her to Ull back her ,  she says, so shaken char she has de- 
cidcd to forgo rhc clcaning job, rake rhc hus back home and usc 
hcr homc phonc co cry ro rcrricvc rhc walls. Whcn she leaves, 
the only record of hcr cmcrgcncy is rhc SCI of phonc numbcrs 
shc has scrawled in hcr panic. 

'I'm calling to ask you this one question' 

HERE IS THE STATE of rhc pay phone: One pcnon dcspcrarcly 
nccds it, and onc person hardly knows i r  still exisrs. In Amcrica, 
thio is a ncw rhing. Thcrc was a rimc whcn both rhcsc p p k -  

tivo; rhcy arc surrounded by an cnrouragc of mcn 
and women wrying walkie-ralkics and cell phones. 
Thc group has no cnncact with the Ballsron Mcrro 
pay phone. until. at onc point, somc of them drifc 
across Fairhx Drivc. co rhc corner whcre rhc phona 
arc locarcd. and a woman approaches rhem and 
shyly borrows a pcncil. 

Shc i s  a t iny woman, drcsscd in whire painrer 
pancs and 1 whitc shirt, and brown tassel loafcrs so 
old thc scams havc split a t  rhc roes. She has black 
blunt-cur hair and rhc cxprasion of a woman who 
is drowning. For quirc somc rimc she has been try- 
ing to use a pay phone, any of rhem, all of rhcm; 
she has been running up and down rhe phone 
bank, rhwarrcd by her own panic, which causes 
hcr to drop coins and scrabblc to rerricve rhcm 
and chunk rhc rcccivcr down prcmarurely. Now 
rhc rakcs rhe pcncil and collccts hcrsclf enough IO 

place a call. "Allo! Allo!" she says, and rhcn, having 

facc on which rhc pencil works surprisingly well. 

strandcd clcaning lady, male model with an our- 
door assignmcnr-would probably havc used a 
pay phone. The phone company had a phrase for 
thcm: Pcoplc who were "away from home or of- 
fice" used a pay phone; anybody who was on rhe 
movc, rich or poor, gangsrcr or d o m a n .  at some 
poinr used a pay phonc. Which is how the pay 
phonc bcczmc. in America, a symbol of uniry. of 
connccrcdncss, of a nation brought rogcthcr by 
well-placed and far-reaching land lines. The pay 
phone was a place whcrc soldiers lincd up ro call 
rhcir girls, busincssmcn their ofices, rravclcrs rhcir 
families. 

Not anymore. Now the pay phone symbolizes 
nor uniry, but bifurcation; not belonging, bur 
alienation; nor connectivity, bur a sratc of licerally 
bcing not connected. Now a cell phonc is what the 
haves havc and a pay phonc is whar rhc havc-nom 
have. Not cxactly a vesrigc, rhc pay phone is now a 

things they wish thcy did have. IC is a vessel inro which rhcy 
speak rheir desire for things. like. in Maria Zepcda's case, thc 

- .. -~ -. ~ ~~ ... .. ~~ fruits of their labor, the cash [hey earned, wharever rhcy need 10 

11's funny how often the rhing people want from apayphone. 

"I'm calling to ask you rhis one quesrion," shoua a furious 

no paper. scribbles some numbers on rhe phone's wall, a sur- conduit, mostly, through which the have-nots articulate the 
After that she cannor ger the phone to work anymorc, so she 
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woman drerrcd in a flowing whitc dress, m hour or so after 1 for me and Diana only, Ycs. I haw my face dl bruised up. The 
Maria Zcpeda has caught the bus home from the Ballston lady that I went to thc interview with tried to help me. She 
phons.  This woman is carrying a red pocketbook, wearing red asked me if I wanted to pras chargrs. I cold her the only thing I 
shea and pulling a lirdc red cur. “If I need to usc my card for a want is for him to pay thc child support for my lide girl.” 
small amount of groccricr, will I still bc ablc to acccss my ac- Or any place ro sray ar all: “11’s going really, rcdly, really 
count at  Flcet? Okay That’s all I nccd to know. Will my credit at slowly,” says one young man on a plevant evening, holding a 
Rcet conrinuc? I pay my bills, I’m a good customer, and you compurcr printout of a rcntd s h m .  
never should havc emblrtvscd mc that way! That‘s all I nccd to ~ Or something bettcr to wear: “Mcn’s Wearhouse!” says a man 
hod I nwd 10 get some groceries today, and will 1 be ablc to calling 411. “Men’s Wcarhouse! Men’s! Wearhouse!” 
UIC my urd? And your namc is what? Mrs. Joncs? Just a mo- Or somcplav bcrrcr to work “You said you have rataurant 
ment! W111 I be able to access my account? Have you noticed any services? How would l go about gctting an interview with you?” 
month in 18 months that a paymcnt has not been met? Or that says a young woman wearing a red shin that idcntifics her as an 
I’ve misued my rard! No! M&c a notation if you will that I still cmployce of Ruby Tuesday, a chain restaurant louted just bc- 
would likc my account to continue past Octobcr. Could you is- yond rhc Metro phons. She has dashed out from work 10 make 
sue a rcquar for an increase in thc cash of about %(oo? About the call; she dasha back in, then, hours latcr, &ha back out 
$550 would bc exact!” and calls someonc clsc. “I have an interview next week! It’s a 

Or. what the pcrson wan0 could be as concrete as a safc place restaurant service. Can I ask you something? Do you mer get 
to suy: “How arc you. Mary?” says a woman, seizing the middle butterflies? Do you cvcr think a b u t  things! Do you cvcr wonder 
phone on a b u y  day. ‘I was going to SCc if you could go thcrc , about things? Because I’ve bccn wondering about things. That‘s 
tomorrow. I CM meet you thcrc ifyou want mc 10. He’s probably ! natural, right? Okay, I gotta go, ‘cause I’m still on &c Boor.” 
drunk. likc always. Ycs. That‘s why I got to find a new apmment 1 earljcr job. 

’ 
8 Or any job at a: “I think I found a job,” says 
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h'unring woman, che onc who faces a m r n  to prison if shc doesn't 
find crnploymcnr. Thcre arc a numbcr of regulars at chc Blllrton 
p h o n M o n s t r u n i o n  workcn d o  nccd ro son our insurance 
bills, Mcm employrrs. offim workers on their lunch bruk-and 
rhis woman, it turns our, is onc of chc most rcgular uscrs, placing 
ah from the phona w v c d  times a wcck. This day, a wcck or 50 

aftcr hcr initial convcrsation, she has shown up at hcr usual time, 
and haded tv hcr usual phone. rhc lcfrmost onc. and assumcd her 
usual voie, which is dar and chcery and loud. 

To whacvcr is on rhc othcr end, shc explains that thc job shc 
thinks is thc bcrter option. the California Pizu Kirchen job, goes 
from 11 tu 8. The problcm is, she will nced to rake her two young 
sons out of prcschool, because the school is only opcn until 
6 o'clock. Her infant daughrcr's d a y a r c  provider, who is more 
flaiblc, has offcrcd to &e them all day and a n  keep rhcm unci; 
9.  If shc inova rhc boys our of school, shc will have a job. If she 
has a job, she won'r go back ro jail. But her boys won't be in a 
stimulating pmchcml environment. They'll bc in a day-care cn- 
vironmcnr. wirh habics. 

'I doni know which onc to take," she says. 

'You are a married couple now' 

SOMETIMES, OF COURSE, a11 somebody wants from a pay 
phonc is to say d c r e  hey arc. 

'I'm in tionr." 
'I'm in Ballston." 
'TXcrc arc bcnchcs on thc strccr where you drop peoplc off, 

'Hem I am. on Fairhx Drivc." 
'Ballsron! Whir's uking you so long?" 
A lot of sd-busy pay phona arc l o a d  ai major transportation 

mm: M m  Grim, Union Sotion, National Aupon. Thac arc 
places whm p p l c  will h y s  n d  to updarc loved o n a ,  say hello 
b u u u n  tlghn. explain thar thcu  uain is delycd, and orhcmisc 
cecute,  under modcm conditions. chc anacnt chal- 
lenge of louting chansclva in time and spam. 

"I'll hc at thc Ballsron mall caring dinner and 
chcn I'll go to rhc public library," says a rall sandaled 
young man, in a Gcrman acccnt, onc cvening. "1'11 
bc eating hcrc for  thc next 15 minutes and I'll bc at 
rhc lihnry" 

br ing.  maybe, co listcn to, cxccpt thar aftcr a 
whilc all of rhae quick, hcrc-I-am-check-in-w a- 
change starr to fccl like perry, a rcfrain of dircc- 
t ion-ping, like ploning points on a compass, like 
navigating by rhc scars. It starts ro rakc on a rncan- 
ing: the rcpctirivc chanr of a whirling mass of people 
on the movc. not afflucnt commutcrs hut pcoplc 
who arc worhng hard IO bccome f i u c n t ,  pcople 
who arcn'r siccing in air-condiuoncd cars stuck on 
rhc Bcltway or 1-170 or 1-66 but, instead, get 
around by &ng chc bus, and from timc to timc cry 
to reach pmple who arc alio gerting around by L2k- 

and w'll bc chcre." 

chin man in a green Barbados T-shirt who ach morning raka 
thc Grccn Linc ro L'Enfulr Plw and the Omge Line 10 B& 
ston. chcn gets on a bus to his job as a dog carmaker ar an vlimd 
hospital in McLcan. At Bdkron-35 minuta &cr hc last saw 
her-hc dways stops to tclcphonc his fiancce. "11's jus[ habir." he 
says. "lis just somcching I do." 

"Not that daughter! Your ochcr daughter! I'm down hcrc ar 
Ballston!" shouts a woman. 'I'm on my way! Thcn I'll havc to go 
back our again!" 

I m living in Virginid" says anochcr woman. "I want ro givc 
you my ncw phonc number. G11 mc after 9 or IO pm. Is char 
okay with you! Yes, yes, I will lct you know b e u u x  you arc a 
married couplc now, and cvcrything is different. But I want to 
bc ablc to ulk to you. Okay?" 

Afrcr a whilc thc convcnations Sccm almost cxistcntial: a son 
of is-anybody-listening cry. an artcmpt to dcdarc onc's position 
ro a univcrsc chat may, or may nor, be listening. 

"How do you usc chis?" says a woman who approaches chc 
relcphonc. Thc Ballsron phona arc also down rhc SCICCC from 
the Immigration and Natu l iur ion  Scrvim. which mans rhcy 
gct constanr usc from immigrants. A rcccnt cmigrc from 
Uganda, rhis woman is holding the hand of a toddlcr girl, and 
carrying, in her other hand, a slip of paper with a phonc number 
wrirtcn on it and a single word. 'Uas." For some time shc t r ia  
ro r a d  rhc phonc Shc rads chc sign thar says Vcrizon, and she 
rads the lidc burcon rhat tells you how to make rhc volume 
loudcr or sofrcr, and shc reads thc placard ar the bonom rhar rclls 
you whom ro ull if chc phonc is not working, and nonc of thi 
helps wich her basic problem, which is that shc has not the 
h i n t a t  i d a  how to plau a dl from an American pay phone. So 
she gccs a srmgcr to dial for her, and when a voicc mailbox an- 
swcrs, she says soHy, "I am moving," and l a v a .  

,, > 

'You and I are NOT having sex anymore' 
I N  T H E  PAST C O U P L E  of ycars chcrc havc 
been a number of odes written to thc disappur- 
ing pay phonc. Most of them point out that the 
nurnbcr of pay phoncs has droppcd by abour 
400,000, IO 1.1 million, cvcn as ccll phonc usagc 
has grown by almost LOO pcrcent. Onc of thcsc, 
an asay by Ian Frvicr in Mocher Jones, recounts 
an cpisodc when Frazicr WY living in a Montana 
u b i n  while his girlfriend was living in Sarasota, 
FIa. Hc had a phonc. Shc didn't. Onc nighr shc 
called him from a pay phonc. and whcn shc ran 
our of moncy, Frazicr W ~ O C C  down thc number 
and d l c d  hcr back. Some rimc &et that. hc felr 
rhc urgc to talk to hcr, so on a whim he dialed chc 
pay phonc. His girlfricnd happened to bc walking 
by and pickcd ir up, Much larcr, on a trip IO Dis- 
ncy World, they made a special trip to show their 
kids rhc phonc. "It didn't imprw rhcm much." 
Frazicr writcs. 

1 
2 

ing thc bus.-Bcforc it  w1s a MctrGstarion, Ballston was one of 1 The funny thing is, this still happens. Pay phones still ring; 
Norrhcrn Virginia's major bus cxchangu, and herc. at chc inter- rhcy ring a lot. Somcumcs they ring for rcasons rhat arc ncvet 
section of Stuart Srrcct and Fairfax Drivc, peoplc arc cvnsranrly ' quirc clear. Onc wcckday afternoon. a man in a bluc sports shirt 
gctting off rhe bus from Culmore and catching thc bus IV Tysons ! and blue boar shocs goes through an odd ritual at thc Ballston 
Cornet. gening off rhc bus from Hunting Towers and onto the phones, in which he goa up to the second phooc from the Icft, 
one to P c n q o n  City, sropping ai the phones, which are located wipes thc earpiem-not thc mouthpiem, bur the earpiecc-wich 
direcdy in thc path of pmplc making rransfcrs. 

~ a riny napkin, thcn plica a call and hangs up. Thcn hc waits for 
" 1  ull and say, 'Hey, haby, I'm here.' " says lama Lewis, a i rhc phonc ro ring, which it docs, bur hc docs not answcr i r .  
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Thcn hc repcars rhc r i d :  wipc, call, hang up, wait. listcn. until 
at  last hc goa away. 

M a  &us. mrnmnc plls mmcnnc rlu from a pay phonc, nlkr 
a while and hangs up, thcn rhc pcmn who was d c d  has anothcr 
rho+t. Nowadays, hat pcrson &ak '69, and rhe pay phonc w. 

'Could I s p a k  to Sam?" says a woman around noon onc day. 
'He just callcd mc from rhcrc. Hc's waring ran pants and a tar- 
and-whitc shirr." Dcrpitc rhc fact rhar chis woman knows Sam 
well cnough to rcmcmbcr what hc was wcaring chis morning, 
shc has to ask: "Whcrc is this phonc anyway!" 

'Is rhis Joy?" asks anothcr ullcr. 
"Wanda?" says sommnc clsc. 
"Emin?" says a mother, around II o'clock on a Friday night. 

when rhc phoncs arc nearly dcscrred. "My daughrcr-shc is 15- 
she called mc. Shc is waiting for mc to comc pick hcr up. She is 
short, with long dark hair. Do you scc hcr?" 

T h e  CrllCldl differcncc bcnvcen thcsc calls and rhc ont Frazier 
made is that rhcrc is almost never a cosmic convergcnce, bur, 
mthcr, a mics of misconnccrions. Thc morc communications 
rcchnology we havc-answcring machinc, call wairing, callcr 
ID-& IC= likcly wc arc to gct through. What happens now is, 

a pcrson phca a ull from a pay phnnc to sommnc who scrccns 
calk thc pcrson xrccning calls s e ~  thc number and calls back; 
by rhcn rhc person at rhc pay phonc has d k c d  away. 

"Somcbody just callcd mc from this phonc," says a man's 
voicc onc night. "It was my son. Is he okay?" 

Evcn whcn thcy do connect, thc outcomc is not always prcrry. 
Standing at a middlc phonc, a tccnagc girl scrams, "SO wcrc YOU 

with somcbody clsc last night?" She is a dark-haired girl, wcaring 
a hooded sweat shirt. Wirh hcr arc two orhcr cccnagcrs, wrying 
bags from Wct S a l ,  a Ballston Common scorc that sclls buc- 
midriff-rypc clothing for juniors. 

"Ycah! No! No! No, it's not wen chat! You're trying to say rhac 
evcryrhing you've done, I'vc done!" thc girl shouts. "YOU think 
I'm stupid? Please, man, that's somc stupid-ass [~rp lc t i~~] !  IC was 
mc and fivc girls and some dudes! I don't scc why it matters bc- 
cause I'm not going ro bc (cxplctivc] you anymore bccause I 
don't even carc. Like, man, you BEEN with somcbody elsc! Oh! 
Oh! Oh! Nor at all! But I just want you to h o w  that you and I 
are NOT having sex anymore! I want you to know chat!" 

The girl hangs up and stalks away. The phone rings; shc rc- 
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onc more rimc and it‘s a bench wuranr! I How many cour. dares havc you had?” 
hrses ro answer. Mer a few minures, how- 1 Thcn hc lis~cns and says, “Thnr’i thc prob- 

shc coma back and punches in some 
numbers. 

“Man, myway, I know in my hean what 
1 did!” she shouts. “Nor anyrhing! Can you 
[rxplcrivej lisren, man? M a r  rhc [cxplc- 
tnc)! Dorir evcrdon’r  call agarn? What rhe 
[cxplerive]  MAT supposed ro accomplish? If 
you rcll mc nor ro call you? Did you [exple- 
w c l  char girl yesrcrday? Did you kiss, rouch. 
nnyrhing ihar girl? You were on ecstasy? 
~ o u ’ r c  narry as [explcrivcl! You swcar to 
God! Lisrcn IO mc! Gn you lisrcn? Irsrcn! I 
didn’t haw norhin’ wirh nobody. I didn’t 
give anybody my number. How you going 
ro sir therr and lic 10 me! OOOOH! You 
know what? My new boyfricnd ain’r going 
to rmr mc like rhat!” 

“ W h y  you cvcn srill talking ro him?” 
onc of hcr friends says, walking over. 

’I doni knoN rhc girl says. She hang 
up and sum yclling ar thc phonc. Thcn shc 
wllks amy. Thcn shc comes back and lis- 
rcns whilc one of rhc other girls makes a call. 
Thcn shc & a m y  Thcn she rcrurm. 

“Did rhc phonc ring?” shc asks. 

‘I’m going to hurt him’ 
+HE BALLSTON PHON= arc always busy. 
Thcy arc busy in thc carly morning, whcn 
people go IO work, and busy ar midday, 
whcn pcoplc arc on b r u k  from work. and 
probably busicsr in rhc carly cvcning, 
whcn pcoplc arc gcrring off work and 
nced IO be pickcd up or make plans. As 
nighr falls rhcy bccome somcwhar less 
busy, bur rhcrc is almost never a rime 
whcn nobody is making a call. Pcoplc 
walk ovcr from Flarrop Grill and Srar- 
bucks and Tara Thai and Xando, all rhe 
slcck hip rcsraunnf~ and coffcc shops that 
matcrializcd. almost ovcrnighr, 10 serve 
rhc incrcasingly upscale Ballston denircns: 
cornmurcrs who livc in luxury condos and 
aparrmencs, executives who work in Iux- 
ury oficrs, rourisrs staying in luxury ho- 
rcls likc ihc Hilron, which rises over the 
phoncs. ‘rhrec of i rs  illuminarcd Ietrers 
arc burncd our, so rhar at nighr rhc sign 
wys“H on.’’ 

“How long ago did shc Iuvc!” a man 
in glasscs and shorrs says one night 
around IO. “This is her husband calling.” 

Ncar him, a man says. “Thcy gave me a 
c o w  daw. The sheriff was loolung for me 
for IWO days. They camc ro my housc, 
scrvcd rhc papers and read me my righrs. 
Sce, char’, how much you know. They call 
your namc, yau arcn’r rhcrc. rhcy call i r  

Icm. You always want to rhrcatcn mc. You 
tell mc whzr you’rc going ro do, wcll you 
do it.” Then he lisrens some more, and 
says, “If I‘m going back up rherc, I’m go- 
ing back up rhere to rob somebody. lis go- 
ing to bc somebody thar rormcnred me all 
my lifc.” Then he lisrens some more, and 
says, “You rcll Darncll I’m going 10 hurr 
him. I’m going to hurr rhat mM. I’m go- 
ing to hurr him.” 

Then he walks off into rhc darkncs. 

‘Tell me what you need’ 

ONE DAY, in Ballston, rhere is a thunder- 
storm. Like many rhundersrorms i t  arrives 
gradually. wirh a blackcning in the wesf, 
our near 1-66, and then rherc i s  a grcar 
dcll of hor wind, and rhc rain blows in, 
and apart from rhc chancc of being struck 
by lighrning rhis i s  nor an immcdiare 
problcm for the pcoplc using rhc pay 
phones, bccause rhc phona arc undcr an 
overhang rhar prorccts thc Mcrro cscalaror. 

Thc rain docs, howcver, crurc a prob- 
lem for the vendors, who arc scr up nCar 
rhc phoncs. In fact. thcrci a closc com- 
mcrcial rclarionship between almost 
cvcryrhing, animarc a n d  inanimarc,  
around rhc phones. Thc vcndors and rhc 
phoncs are here for rhe pcoplc using 
Mcrro trains and buses: rhc people using 
rhc phones rcnd also ro usc rhc ncws- 
papcrs and jobhunung and how-hunring 
guidcs contained in  boxcs ncar t h c  
phoncs; rhc newrpapcr boxes invirc more 
people to sir on rhem and hang around; 
pcoplc hanging around arrram more vcn- 
dors; more vendors mean more pcoplc 
using rhc phoncs, ctc., in a synergy of 
d o m d c  merchandising. 

On rhis day, rhe wind crearcs a prob- 
lem for Mohamad Scllami, outdoor vcn- 
do1 of sundry items like alarm clocks and 
hghrers and barreria. It crearcs a problcm 
for rhc vcndors of hip-hop CDs and in- 
cense. stuff so lighr rhar it  will easily blow 
away in a iainarorm, so when the wind 
srarts there is a grear bustling and bustling 
and laying our of plastic shccts secured by 
bricks. Though her wares arc heavier, thc 
ra in  also creates a problem for Maria 
Conncr, a 41-year-old Ecuadoran woman 
who operares a flower stand near rhc 
srrcet. Because the rain creares a problem 
for her, a few niinures ahcr rhe rain srarrs, 
one of the pay phones rings. “Hello?” says 
Maria. answering ir afrer a fellow vendor 
ulls her over. On the other cnd is her old- 



csr son. H e  has called IO find our if she 
nccds him to come over to Ballsron and 
help. She rclls him no. thanks. the rain is 
nor rhar bad. 

Maria Conner  is a sturdy brown- 
haired woman whosc skin is  usually glis- 

, rening from rhc physical efforr of sclling 
flowers. lis a heavy rhing selling flowcrs, 

I much huvier than you'd chink. Mornings, 
i she gets up and s p e d  rime with her chil- ' dren-not rhc oldar one, who is out dis- 

down and sclls, ideally, unril rhc flowers 
arc gonc, somerimes as larc as 9 p.m. 

During rhis, hcr childrcn call hcr in- 
cessantly. She is always bcing summoncd 

i ro rhc phonc, sornctirnes by vcndon and 
othcr rcgulars who know hcr, orhcr times 
by passersby who are a lirrlc unccrrain 
what is going on. "Urn. Maria?" a young 
man says, one day, walking hcsirantly over 

phone. Hcr kids ull her herc. hcr ncigh- 
bors call hcr hcrc, hcr husband. who 
works in a bank in Alexandria, calls hcr 
hcrc, hcr sistcr d l s  hcr hac ,  her friends 
call her hcre, and her mothcr, who stays ar 
homc with Maria's kids, calls her hcrc. But 
probably thc pcrson who calls her the 
most is It-year-old Jessica. her only &ugh- 
rcr. One morning Maria has ro havc somc 
rncdical ICSLS, and Jmiu calls, afterward. 
to ask how they wcnt. The doctors will 
conclude char it's jusr swclling behind her 
eye, and they will write a prcscriprion and 
thc hcadachcs rhc's bccn having will rub- 
sidc. but wen so Maria worries. 

Rally, shc says. shc would lovc nor 10 

work. She would love to bc a houscwifc. 
leave all chc earning 10 hcr husband, the 
way her mochcr did whcn shc was growing 
up. Bur she can't. So Maria wants, from rhc 
pay phone, something diffcrcnt from whar 
most USCR hcrc want. What she wants is 
nor matcrial gain. W h i r  she wants is thc 
d i n g  shc hu sacrificed to achicvc marcrial 
gain: the sound of her childrcn's voiccs. 
What shc wanrs is 10 know what &cy arc 
ruding and whom chcy arc visiring and 
whcthcr chcy had fun at thc pool. What 
shc m u  is ro cxpricncc their lives, the 
s d a r  d&, through the phonc, which 
shc dwys krW for; Ncn when making a 
de she keeps an car our for rhc finkling, 
almost old-fashioncd sound of thc pay 
phonc's ring. 

"Did you call mc?" one woman says, 
one day, when Maria has dashed IO answer 
the lcftmosr phone. 

"No," says Maria. "This  i s  a pay 
phonc." 

"What are you doing answcring a pay 
phone?" thc woman snaps, and hangs up. 

Another day, rhc phoncs arc brokcn. 
For mort than +4 hours nonc of Maria's 
kids u n  get through. Thhcrc is no sign say- 
ing brokcn phones, so people show up and 
try to usc rhcm, a n  cndlcss irrirarcd 
stream. Onc man Srarts bearing thc rc- 
cciver against the telephone in frustration. 
A dl woman wcaring a suit tries IO phcc a 
call, fils, crosscs Fairfax Drive to a ph0r.e 
nur thc p E l ~ c n ,  makcs a call, and break. 
down in tcrrible. having sobs. 

Among rhis crowd arrivcs, incvirably, 
rhc job-hunting woman. Around her usual 
rimc, she trics to use the phone. Then she 
rries another. Then shc gccs on her bus, 
unable IO say whar she nceded to say. 

'I'm spontaneous, sensitive' 



Pad Frandpchcm’. via prrridurr for mar- 
hhg and product dcvclopmenr for Vcri- 
zon Public Communicarions,  known 
zffccrionarcly in-housc 1s the “coin divi- 
sion.” “Unlas.” hc says, ‘thcrc was a glirch 
maybc in tbc network char w1s behind rhc 
phone.” 

Hard io know. Public phones hrcak all 
rhc rimc. Somcrimcs rhcy brcak because 
thc lirrlc mcral box rhar holds rhc coins 
gcrs full (for the record, ir holds about 
$120, givc or rake a dime or nickcl) and 
new coins can’t drop down. At first. the 
Vcrimn cmployec who rcgularly chccks 
and duns rhc Bdsron phones suspected 
rhar was rhc problem: ‘I can f ix lirrlc 
things,” shc raid, so before she squirted 
rhc phones wirh disinfeaanr, she removcd 
rhc coin boxes and installcd empry ones. 
Bur srill rhc phones wcrc brokcn, so she 
d c d  somcbody ar hcadquarrcrs and bc- 
rwccn rhc two of  them rhcy gor rhc 
p h o n s  workmg. 

Four of  rhc phones,  anyway. T h e  
phone in t h e  middle had somcthing hard 
and ycllow sruck in rhc coin slor. Thc 
clean-and-check lady inserted two keys 
that cnablcd her to remove rhc face. 
When she did IO, our fell a long srrip of 
strapping npc:  rhc narrow ycllow rape 
used ro sccurc cardboard boxes for mail- 
ing. Somconc had stood ar thar middle 
phonc and mcthodiully fed two fccr of 
packing tape inro the coin slor. 

At hudquartcrs. Paul Francischcrri is 
amused IO hear this. When you deal with 
pay phones for a living, you havc 10 con- 
fronr ccrrain rhings about human na- 
rurc-for one, that wc can bc a poinr- 
l a l y  destrucrivc spccics. Bur vandalism, 
whilc intcraring io calk about, is nor his 
main challcngc. His main challcngc is cn- 
suring that pay phones remain borh ap- 
pealing and profitable. ‘The question I 
probably handlc the mosr, ai lcasr within 
rhc p u r  rwo years, is, you know, whar’s 
the fururc of rhc pay phonc, whcrc’s ir go- 
ing. Is rhe pay phone dying? No. 11’s nor. 
Is i r  hcalrhy? Some arc. Lcss are healthy 
than rhcy uscd IO bc. Is i r  a shrinking 
markcr? Ycs ir is. And chcrc arc obvious 
reasons for that.” 

Thc obvious reason, hc says, is nor the 
invention of rhc ccU phonc. No, thc obvi- 
ous reason is what bcgan in Scprcmber 
1998, whcn e l l  phonc companies gor inro 
a price wdr. and srarrcd ro offer flar-rare 
pricing for a ccruin number of minurcs. 
Before fla!-rare pricing. cell phones were 
rhc province of thc upper class. AFrcr flac- 
rare pricing. rhc middle class gavc some 
rhoughr 10 how many minurcs of phone 



1 
rime it  nccds cnch monrh. and decided 
that yes. ar $29.99 for 100 minutes, if  
could &ord a cell phone. 

-yn,, Eo back and look at just ..- 
about any pa; phone company there is. 

you cm look at rrend ha of volume, 
you can see a kink in rhc curve,  start- 

ing in rhar period. of downward use." 
There are a numbcr of consequences of 

&e middle-dur shik One of thcx is thar 
rhc phone companies are removing un- 
profirable phones. Contrary to popular 
belief, however, rhey are nor neccvarily re- 
moving phones upon which the poor dc- 
pend. The mosr profitable phones con- 
tinue to be in urban and low-income 
spots, so cvcn when a ncghborhood tries 
IO get rid of a phone-as neighborhoods 
somerimes do, our of concern about drug 
dealing-the phone company will d o  
cvayrbing possible m keep char phone in 
place, including placating rhc ncighbor- 
hood by blocking incoming calls. 

The plau whcrc pay phones arc likdy 
IO bc r e m o d  is rhe f l u e n t  low-density 
suburbs. So if you're a suburban uU phone 
holdout, you may have rhc hardest rime 
finding a pay phone. 

There is another consequence to the 
cell phone pricc war. America has bccomc 
a nation OW wirh minurcs and their 
relative economic value. Wc'vc always 
been a time-conscious nation-Timc is 
moncy' He's living on borrowed rime!- 
but now we view minutes as literally a 
commodity, somcrhing bought and sold 
and traded, like pork bellies. Minutes, 
now, arc a strange and fungible rhing, 
with a value char changed year IO y a r  and  
month to month and day IO day: free f01 
rhc first zoo. incredibly cxpcnsive afrci 
that; you never know, fnnkly, how much 
the minures arc going to cost on  you1 
next wirclcrs phone bill. Because of rhis 
what you see arc people hoarding thcii 
cell phone minutes and using the pa) 
phone to make a long, local, charty call 
After all. if you amortize those minures 
rhey seem, in comparison. free. 

We'vc also bccomc a nation in whict 
minurcr arc sold in bulk, like rice or roi 
let  paper. Enrrcprencurs now purchasi 
hugc porrions of long-distance minute 
from providers like AT&T or Sprint 
rhen rcscll them in the form of phon, 
urds. which arc used all rhc time by im 
migrants at the Ballston Metro phones 
Near the phone is a big building, 901 N 
Stuart St., conraining luxury condos an' 
a luxury ramuranr and a luxury bakery 
rhcrc is virtually norhing inside for i 
non-luxury-we of pcrson. cxccpr, at th~ 
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n m s u n d ,  any n u m k r  of phone cards: 
Call Plus or Pasaportc Latino or True 
Connccr. which offers 62 minurcs IO 

Mexico for $5 ,  or JO minutes IO Bolivia, 
or 45 minutes IO El Salvador. After rhcy 
buy the cards, immigranrs go to rhc 
phonc, dial the long-distance number 
and an endless phone-card code. and  
then the phone u r d  provider, rhrough a 
computcrilcd platform, switches them to 
AT&T or Sprint or some orhcr company. 
Essentially, whar rhc immigrants arc buy- 
ing is sccondhand minuter. As with all 
secondhand things-clorhcs, baby 
srrollcrs-somctimcs the phone cards 
work well, and romctimcs rhey dont. 

"Allo? Allo? Allo? Allo? Allo? Auo? Allo? 
Uvlldo? Uvaldo? Uvlldo? Unldo?" shouts 
one man. He is using a phone card bur 
might as well be trying IO shout a11 the 
way IO hu home country. 

"How can I make a-Sri Lanka! Do 
you know? Or, zero, one! Do you know? 
Okay!" says a differex calkr. After failing 
to get a call through, he says that he 
bought a $ 5  a r d  from a sfore on Glum- 
bia Pike; he hasni gotten through IO his 
wife and kids any time he's used it, but 
"every rime I'm calling, rhey deduct IO 
u n a ,  IO ccnts," until all he has I& on the 
u r d  is $1.50. 'I think its a little game," he 
says. "I rold the customer service pmplc: 
IC's a game in rhis counrry." 

Other games are afoot, roo, in this 
minureconscious world. One day, smack 
in rhc middle of a weekday afiernoon, a 
man named Anrhony walks up  IO the 
middle phone-rhc middle phone!-and 
has whar he calls a 'usual chat." 

Which is IO say, Anthony-his char 
name, nor his real namc-is placing a 
call IO a number rhar's a combinarion 
da t ing  scrvicc and  phonc-scx l ine.  
Womcn who want to chat wirh Livelinks 
can do  so for frce; men must bccomc 
members, bur Livclinks. he explains, 
rourinely offcrs trial memberships whcrc 
the caller gets a certain number of free 
minutes-at lcasr 100, sometimes 
more-before being required to pay. Sa 
what Anthony does is, he joins from a 
pay phone and uses up his free minutes. 
When his rrial membership expires, h<  
simply opens anorhcr trial membership 
from a different pay phonc, getting, for 
35 ccnrs, limitless minutes in which hc 
can be a playcr, l ive large, have, in his 
mind at Icasr, all the women he wants. 
"You can rncct some frcakin' women this 
way!" claims Anrhony. who is only roo 
happy to dcmonsrrarc how the chat line 
lvorks. "Anrhony," hc says in ro  the 

,hone afrcr dialing his membership 
:ode; while waiting for rhe service IO 

:onnect, he explains char you listen IO 

ncssages left by different women, then 
lush "1" to leave a messagc of your own, 
x "I" IO go live and char. 
"Yah, I'm sensitive, spontanmus, I likc 

:o go IO movies, take walks into rhc park!" 
i c  says, laving a mesage for one woman 
n d  rhcn anorhcr. 
"Hey, Jackie! Give me a minute!" 
"Ycs, Denise, this is Anrhony. I like all 

:how measurements so leis get online!" 
iays Anthony, who rarcly seems able to 
xrsuade a woman to go 'live" with him. 
Deniw laves a musage wanring IO know 
lis age and muparion. and rhcn Anthony 
caves another mcmgc saying, "I'm spon- 
:ancous, sensitive, I like IO do fun th ing  
:ogerhcr, rake walks together!" This goes 
,n and on, proving what may be &e most 
:ompelling rrurh about pay phones, a 
:ruth men more appmnt  now, chanks IO 

rll phones and the high pricc they've pur 
an minurcs. 

'If you want to gct on rhc phone and 
d k  forever," says Vcrizon's Paul Fmds-  
hemi. "its a bargain." 

'Can anything get worse here?' 
'HI! I'M SORRY I haven't called in a cou- 
ple of days," says the job -hun t ing  
woman, who, i t  rums out,  seemingly 
wants rhc mosr complex things from a 
pay phone. How to describe what she 
wants? Support. Succor. A new life. Ad- 
vice. Employment. Everything! "Well, 
um, the job search was going awful bc- 
uuse I didn't have child care," she says, 
ralking at the phone across F a i r k  Drive 
rhc day the Metro phones arc broken. 
'The lady at California Pizza said II to 8, 
and I tried for IWO weeks ro find day 
a r c ,  When 1 went to my counselor lasr 
night, they said, 'Doni rake the boys OUI 

of school.' I'd have IO pay roo much for 
child care. I was expected to work roday 
bur there was nothing I could do. So I 
called hcr and said, 'I'm a single mom 
and I don't have day care.' 1 said, 'I want 
IO thank you for offering me the job and 
if  I get day u r c  I would like IO reapply.' 
She said, 'Don't let a good job go. YOU 
can work IO to T!' 

"For real!" the job-hunting woman 
says, joyously. 

"So whassup?" she continues, scrrling 
in at  the phone. "You sound down. I'm 
happy roday. Wdl, kind of happy. I was 
about giving up. I was like, 'I'm a loser, 
I'm nor going IO find no job,' I was so de- 
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-?rcsscd! You know rhcy talk abour rhc 
dcprcsaion sragc. I was rcally in rhar lasr 
wcck. The peoplc at rhc shclrcr werc say- 
ing, 'Haw you found a job ycr, havc you 
looked for a job?' And I've been looking 
for a job. and nor gcrring no job, rhar was 
srrcssing mc our. and rhen [the children] 
wcre acring our,  and rhen somcrhing 
good-I was, iike, can anyrhing ger 
worsc hcrc' If I got h i r  by a TRUCK rhar 
would be an improvcmenr in my lift- 
rhen finallv today I had good news. I 
mean, I gcr a job, I can work, and I can 
savc sornc money so I finally Can mow 
our of rhc qhelrer and havc rhem all wirh 
mc, bu: rhen sr's like, you know, child 
carc was an issue and char was messing 
mc our .  and I'm like. I'm doing every- 
thing I'm cupposcd to be doing, staying 
clcan, and ain'r nothing good happening. 
I'm likc. I'm clean now! You know, 1 waor 
a placc of my own! And I wanr my kids 
10 acr r ighr ,  don'r acr up! This morning 
thc lady a l lcd  up saying-my counsclor, 
every lirdc noise shci srarrled-and rhcn 
rhcy wcrc screaming chis morning off 
'Dragon Tala,' singing a lirrlc song, and 
she d l c d  up saying, 'Are they screaming,' 
and I'm likc-." 

She lisrcns, then ralks again. "Whcn I 
was doing the wrong thing, secmcd likc a 
lor of things u m c  cay. Now I'm doing 
rhc righr rhing, it's likc cvcryrhing's com- 
ing hard. Lasr nighr, I was ar rhc women's 
group, and I was saying: 'Can you jusr 
hclp mc explain this? Whcn I was using, I 
had a placc of my own. And now rhar I'm 
d a n  I'm homclcss!' I said, 'When 1 was 
using, pmplc rhrowin' mc jobs!' 1 would 
come IO inrcwiews-I mean, I would be 
using, I was using drugs, and people 
would say> 'Oh, comc work for us.' I'm 
dean I un'r cvcn find a job. Whcn I w a  
using, I had child care. I could work Z"Y 
job, 1 had child car?. Now I'm clean I 
a n ' r  even gcr nobody IO warch my chil. 
drcn. IJsing, my daddy would give mc a 
ridc IO work, and pick mc up from work 
no mdmr where I worked. I'm clcan. 1 
can't C Y C ~  gcr him ro drive me IO thc 

Righr! And I'm BEING rcsponsihlc 
and I'm doing rhc right rhing. I go O U I  

cvcry day and I give this world a hundrcc 
pcrccnr and i r  spits back at me. And I ge, 
up in ihc morning and-I'm nor ungrare. 
ful! I'm Angry! I'm angry because thc 
women in my women's group arc workine 
and I .iin'r working and I wanna work! I'm 

10 rhcm in rheir recwew and I'm nor hav- 

t 

. 

L angry bccausc cvervrhing good happen! 

having mcsscd-r;, luck! I'm angry bcuuse 
r h q  gcr IO bouncc around at rhc mccrings 
and go IO clubs, and bc frcc, and I*vc got 
10 tell my kids, 'Shhh, bc quier ar rhe 1 
mcering, shhhh. nor right now.'so I Can ~ 

I just hear something 10 help  mc get 

lisrening for a moment. I 
"Okay. 1'11 gcr used IO ir." 
Shc lisrcns again, then says: "Shoes, 

and gerring rheir nails done.'' 
She listens again. "Wc chose children. 

Righr. Right. Righr. Okay. I love you. 
Okay, 1'11 call you aher rhe mcering. Crow 
up? Okay! All righr! 

And rhcn rhe job-hunring woman 
hangs up. 

Later, she rcveals rhat she i s  a recover- 
ing crack addm, an Arlingcon native. a 
high school graduate. Hcr morhcr, a drug 
uscr and drug dnlcr, i s  dud  of AIDS. She 
was raised by hcr grandmothcr, at l u s r  un- 
ril she was a rccnagcr, whcn hcr morhcr. 
suddenly arrenrivc, recruircd her into che 
drug rradc. She became addicted, like hcr 
mom, a habir rhar landed hcr in jail, ar 
which poinr her children werc rakcn from 
hcr, induding the baby girl shc had in jail, 
whosc birth made her rcsolvc IO change 
cvcryrhing abour her lift. N o w - o n  pro- 
barion-she has hcr children back, and 
she h a  bccn ordered by thc courr 10 stay 
clean and ger a job. 

W a r  she wan=, by way of rhe phones, 
is a normal lift, a normal job wirh a 40r(k) 
plan, a life where she can go 10 work in rhc 
morning and comc homc ar nighr, maybc 
s a x  cnough so chat someday she can go IO 

Disney World and get a picrurc of "my 
kids and me, in thc Tcacup." In ordcr 10 

ger this she needs nor 10 rclapsc, which shc 
has done during srrcssful pcriods in the 
past, so what she wanrs, spccifically, from 
chc phones, is the advice and supporr 01 
people like hcr grandmother, her aunr, hen 
therapist, her Alcoholics Anonymous 
mcnror, whom she calls during hcr job 
hunt, from phones all ovcr Arlingcon, al 
day long. 

And sometimes peoplc call her, roo 
They call her on rhe pay phonc at rhe shel- 
rcr. One nighr, recently, i r  was hcr farhei 
d i n g .  Shc doesn't talk IO him vcry ofren 
and was surprised and glad 10 hcar from 
him. H e  is a diaberic, and has kidnc! 
problcms. and ir turned our rhar hc nccds 
a rransplanr. 

"Hc said, ' I  need a kidncy. Can you 
givc me a kidney?' Thais how hc said it." 

She lauehr. now. as shc recalls rhe convcr- 

through rhe day But  let me go!" shc says, 1 

ing any fun in my recovery! I'm angry be- sarion. "lis amazing, rhc rhings pcople say 
cause rhcy'rc having good luck and I'm on a pay phone." 
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The Newspaper of Silicon Valley 

IT WAS A DARK AND STORMY NIGHT. REALLY. 

Publishad Tuesday. March 6.2001. in 
thc San lose Mercury News 
By Barbara Egben 

I was 5 miles into my 
a h n o o n  commute one Thursday in 
3.nuary when the timing belt snapped 
on my 6-year-old Ford Escort. 
Minculwrly. traftic opcned up just in 
time for me tocoast to a stop on the 
shoulder. I set my flashen blinking. 
poppal open my umbrella and trudged 
north to the next exit. My objective: a 
P Y  Phone. 

Luckily. the motel tlcar the 
hnt off-ramp had one. And that really 
was lucky. beuw pay phones are 
dir;lpparing. in the Bay Area and 
evaywhac else. I made nine calls on 
mU phone: threc to my husband (in 
.Ilothorirucode) and six to find a 
tow company that served Milpitas and 
had a buck to span in tbc next hour. 

phone. you ask? Simple: I dont own 
one. Cell phone saiuration seems to be 
the norm in Silicon Valley. We daily 
mmplain of p o p k  wt10 drive, eat and 
shop while phoning. But most 
Americans dont o m  cell phones. 
T h c y k  an expensive luxury. and they 
dont even function in many rural 

Why didnt I use my cell 

m. 
Once a fixture of the 

American landscape, pay phones are 
fading away. The Los Angeles Times 
rcpned in January that they were 
vanishing in California at the rate of 
l.Oo0 a month last ycar. This is 
causing problems for the millions of 
people who still rely on pay phones to 
deal with emergencies, get directions 
on the mad and generally take care of 
life's business. It's especially serious 
for the more than 5 
million Americans who dont even 
have home phones. 

The big telephone companies 
used to keep unprofitable pay phones 
open by subsidizing them from other 
parts of their operations. but that was 
outlawed by a lW6 federal regulation. 

The new rule was supposed 
to make it easier for independent pay 
phone companies to competc. But pay 
phone providers have suffered from 
the proliferation of cell phones, the 
difficulty of rccovering costs from 
toll-free calls. and the failure of state 
governments to establish the amounts 
the independents must pay the big 
companies for llcccss to phone lincs. 

wants the F e d d  Communications 
Commission to step in with 
regulations that make it feasible to 
keep pay phones available. Sounds 
good to me. Competition is fine as 
long as it leads to greater choice and 
accessibility. But when large numbers 
of people arc losing access to 
something as fundamental as 
telephones. it's time for the 
government to step in. 

most serious in poor and rural arcas. 
BellSouth Corp. a n m u d  last month 
it will get rid of 143.000 pay phones in 
the South within two years. Who will 
suffer the most? 
Millions of low income Southerners 
who rely on pay phones in front of gas 
stations and general stores. 

In California, the loss is felt 
most keenly in the vast rural areas. in 
inner cities and on school campuses. 
Fig- locally are hard to come by. 
but one industry expen estimates [pay 
phones] in the Bay Area have been 
disappearing at 10 percent to 20 
percent a year. That still leaves 
probably 60.000 in the ninesounty 
area. But will there always be one 
available for the homelcss man. 

Now the pay phone industry 

The loss of pay phones is 

b a t e d  woman or runaway teen 
trying to call a holline for help? The 
odds decrease each time a phone is 
removed. 

avoid the expense of cell phone 
ownership (not to mention thc 
complicated promotions. restrictions. 
special charges, extra fccs and 
incompreknsible jargon) I at least 
have the option. But che poor dont 
have that choice. How will chey cope? 

Phonc service has become as 
basic to our society as elecbicity and 
paved mads. Let's make s u n  it stays 
that way. Bring back the pay phones. 

Barbara Egber! is a Mercury News 
editorial writcr. 

Although for now I choose to 
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D c X i i p  Reveille (Baton Rouge, LA1 ~ 04/18/2001 

LLrck of payphones makes campus unnecessarily dangerous 

Where are the pay phones on this campus? I know there are a few 
s,:attered in .Jarious buildings. However, there are some buildings 
wiiere I t  is virtually impossible to find a pay phone and it becomes 
e.ieri more of a scavenger hunt once you go outside of the buildings. 
LSU is a large campus with over 30,000 students. It is very eerie at 
n.gnt in some areas on campus. Once, a couple of years back, I was 
s'.uck on campus around 2 am. after the library closed. I was 
ltiliygagging and talking to friends and then we headed in different 
d-rections to our cars. When I got to my car I had a problem starting 

I r,in back to the library but the doors were locked. I tried to see if 
m\i Friends 'were still around but they were not. I went to various 
buiidings pulling on doors to no avail. Finally I arrived at the 
Ast1~onomy and Physics Department where luckily I saw one lone graduate 
student going into the building. He had a key. I told him my situation 
and he let me in to use the telephone in his office. He saved me that 
n,ght. (Which now I know wasn't really safe either). Thank God he 
wasn't a serial killer or rapist. 
I know that this is the age of technological advancement and that a 
l o t  of students possess cell phones but still a lot of students do 
not. While I do not think it is appropriate to add a pay phone to each 
and every corner on campus. I do feel that a couple of pay phones on 
tile outside of buildings, or near The Union even, would be Sufficient. 
I am sure that if I was caught in that situation other students have 
been also. And what about the countless visitors to our campus? I 
cin't c:ount how many times I have been stopped by people asking me 
where the nearest pay phone is. 

1:. 

Snienne Jones 
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Orlando Sentinel 
TELECOMMUNICATIONS Tuesdays tragedy highlights value of pay phones 

By Christopher Boyd I Sentinel Staff Writer 
Posted September 17, 2001 

Telephone companies are gradually removing pay phones from grocery stores, restaurants and street corners around 
the nation a' more and more cell-phone users ignore them. 

But the surge in cellular-phone use that followed last Tuesdays terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon, and the resulting calling jam, showed that pay phones are still valuable. 

The surge in calling that followed the attacks overwhelmed many cellular phone networks. Callers received busy 
signals or no signal at all. As a result, many people clicked off their portables and went searching for a change- 
gobbling pay phone. 

The cellular phone gridlock blocked many calls for hours following the attacks. So those who wanted to check on 
loved ones turned to pay phones -- in Manhattan, they formed long lines waiting to make calls. Venzon, the 
incumbent phone company in New York, responded by not charging for calls made on its street phones. 

Last weeks attacks raised another issue for the wireless industry: The effectiveness of its pending 91 1 system that is 
designed to pinpoint cell-phone callers within one to five miles. 

The system, which was supposed to become active on Oct. 1, already faces delays. Wireless phone companies want 
a postponement from the Federal Communications Commission because only about 10 percent ofthe nation's police 
forces have equipment needed to use the phone-location system. 

But the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon suggest that a more accurate system -- one that can exactly 
pinpoint cell-phone users -- would be immensely valuable. 

Many of the survivors of the World Trade Center attack, including some buried under the collapsed structure, used 
cell phones to call for help. A system that would identify their position might greatly speed a rescue and make the 
difference between life and death. 

In fairness. the new 91 1 system is supposed to be rolled out in phases, and future enhancements should make it 
possible to come within 100 yards of a phone. But that distance, when placed in the context of a search and rescue 
operation, may still be unacceptably broad. 

Roving billboards 

BellSouth COT. launched a new advertising campaign this month that will turn its fleet of service vans into mobile 
promotional units. 



The campaign, which advertises BellSouth FastAccess Internet Service and BellSouth RealPages.com, is a first for 
the giant Southeastern telecom company. BellSouth is wrapping 400 vans with eye-catching graphics using a new 
technology that is being used extensively in California on cars. 

http://RealPages.com

